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Introduction	  	  Inequalities	  in	  income	  and	  wealth	  have	  risen	  in	  virtually	  all	  of	  the	  rich	  democracies	  over	  the	  last	  35	  years.	  The	  average	  Gini	  coefficient	  for	  the	  OECD	  countries	  in	  1985	  was	  0.29,	  but	  had	  risen	  to	  0.32	  by	  the	  late	  2000s,	  with	  inequality	  growing	  during	  this	  period	  in	  17	  out	  of	  22	  OECD	  countries1.	  Top	  earners,	  in	  particular,	  made	  spectacular	  gains	  in	  some	  countries	  in	  the	  1990s	  and	  2000s,	  leading	  to	  growing	  interest	  and	  concern	  about	  the	  concentration	  of	  income	  and	  wealth	  at	  the	  very	  top.	  Coming	  on	  top	  of	  these	  more	  medium-­‐term	  and	  relatively	  slow-­‐moving	  trends,	  the	  financial	  crisis	  of	  2007-­‐8	  and	  the	  subsequent	  slump	  has	  sharpened	  the	  debate	  about	  how	  to	  respond	  to	  increasing	  inequality.	  Across	  the	  rich	  democracies,	  governments	  bailed	  out	  insolvent	  financial	  institutions	  run	  by	  some	  of	  the	  biggest	  winners	  in	  the	  income	  distribution.	  The	  resulting	  public	  debt	  problems	  have	  led	  to	  cuts,	  sometimes	  drastic,	  in	  programs	  that	  favor	  lower	  income	  groups,	  while	  capital-­‐holders	  have	  escaped	  the	  worse	  consequences	  of	  the	  financial	  collapse.	  	  Developments	  before	  and	  after	  the	  crisis	  have	  thus	  crystallized	  a	  broad	  shift	  in	  the	  political	  economies	  of	  the	  rich	  capitalist	  democracies,	  toward	  a	  more	  unequal	  distribution	  of	  resources	  and	  a	  rising	  share	  of	  income	  for	  the	  wealthiest.	  	  This	  shift	  was	  for	  some	  time	  relatively	  neglected	  by	  scholars,	  but	  has	  now	  moved	  to	  center	  stage	  with	  landmark	  studies	  such	  as	  Thomas	  Piketty’s	  Capital	  in	  the	  
Twenty-­First	  Century	  and	  Jacob	  Hacker	  and	  Paul	  Pierson’s	  Winner	  Take	  All	  








This	  special	  issue	  is	  therefore	  premised	  on	  the	  idea	  that	  the	  debate	  needs	  to	  move	  beyond	  the	  US-­‐centric	  nature	  of	  much	  contemporary	  analysis	  of	  inequality	  in	  political	  science	  and	  economics	  and	  to	  adopt	  a	  comparative	  perspective.	  The	  obvious	  place	  to	  look	  for	  such	  a	  perspective	  is	  Europe.	  The	  following	  pages	  outline	  the	  reasons	  for	  focusing	  on	  Europe,	  and	  preview	  the	  insights	  that	  such	  a	  comparison	  can	  generate	  into	  the	  broader	  problem	  of	  inequality	  in	  the	  advanced	  democracies.	  	  








the	  next	  section	  we	  highlight	  some	  of	  the	  insights	  presented	  in	  this	  special	  issue	  which	  can	  help	  us	  to	  understand	  and	  explain	  these	  developments.	  	  




























Figure	  1:	  Share	  of	  total	  income	  earned	  by	  top	  1%	  of	  earners,	  1979-­‐2012	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